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Millbury, Mass., in 1826, the lyceum sponsored lectures, forums, public discussion,
and reading material on all kinds of scientific and social subjects, including support for
the public schools. Beginning as local discussion groups, the lyceum circuit eventually
commanded the services of some of the best speakers and orators of the day. By 1834
some 3,000 communities boasted lyceums.
In sum, the widespread availability of formal educational services outside as well
as inside the schools enormously speeded the process of modernization of the United
States in the middle decades of the nineteenth century. The thirst for knowledge was
as evident in rural communities as in urban. The proliferation of small colleges and of
normal schools in innumerable small towns gave a kind of access to advanced
education for rural classes that up to that time was unparalleled. They contributed
significantly to the rural transformation of America that preceded and then accom-
panied industrial urbanization. The normal schools provided an occupational upward
mobility for thousands of rural young people and helped to make rural life a more
satisfying mode of existence for an educated person than was commonly the case in
countries where the magnet of the major cities was irresistible to anyone with a literate
education. Many of the developing nations of the world were struggling with just this
problem in the second half of the twentieth century.